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"SOMEONE CARES":
UM'S UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OFFERS HELP
TO UNDECLARED MAJORS
by Carol Susan Woodruff
UI! News and Publications

As any freshman soon learns, there's a lot more to college than attending
football games, avoiding 8 a.m. classes, and deciding which fraternity to
pledge.

Entering students face a variety of challenges, including forging

new lives for themselves and carving schedules out of a baffling array of
subjects.
For some students, no challenge is greater than the search for a major
—

a search made tougher by peer and parental pressure to choose a career.

And the combination of lots of pressure and little sense of direction is a
formula for failure.
Recognizing the serious problem of keeping so-called "exploratory"
students in school, the University of Montana has established the University
College.

In operation since May, the College offers intensive counseling and

academic programs aimed at keeping undeclared majors enrolled at UM and
bringing new students to the campus.
"The University College is intended to serve as an academic home and
advocate for all exploratory students at the University of Montana," says
James Flightner, associate dean of the College of Arts and Sciences.
(more)

"It is
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dedicated to improving the chances for academic success of all entering
students, particularly those with undecided career and program goals."
Undeclared majors make up a significant portion of UM's 8,989-student
population.

Thirteen hundred undeclared majors are enrolled at the university,

and 70 percent of them are freshmen, Flightner says.
He says UM students feel considerable pressure to declare a major early
in their academic career.

But many of them find that nothing in their

background has prepared them to choose a vocation.
"One reason students can't decide on a major is that their high school
subjects were only a fraction of the courses available at the university," he
says.

"They sense that there's something more out there, but where to begin?

They're hunting —

very haphazardly."

But it's more than UM's wide range of courses that brings undeclared
majors to the office of University College Counselor Melanie Hoell.
In her office in the Liberal Arts Building, she sees students with a
variety of academic and personal problems.

She learns about these students

through freshmen placement tests, college entrance exams, a review of
high-school grades, and instructors' referrals.

Increasingly, students are

seeking help on their ov/n, she says.
Many of her students have trouble with roommates, studying or managing
money.

Other students, coming from towns far smaller than Missoula, feel lost

on campus.

Still others have failed courses required for their desired majors

or have been pushed by their parents into courses ill-suited to their talents.
When students have trouble setting aside study time, Hoell recommends
(more)
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working out a schedule that includes both work and play time.

She also

suggests doing as much homework as possible during the daytime.
Arranging tutoring and helping students register for appropriate classes
are other focuses of her job.
Despite the University College's best efforts, not every student can be
helped, Hoell concedes.

"We know we can't save everybody," she says.

"Not

everybody should be in college."
Hoell stresses that students seeking her help shouldn't be perceived as
unintelligent or the University College as a "remediation college only."
"Many of the kids I see are really bright," she says.

"They just have

low motivation or haven't found their niche."
Identifying students with academic problems and counseling them are the
major activities of the University College this fall.
Beginning with the winter quarter, the University College will also
offer a new course designed to give freshmen a small-class experience and
help them learn to focus their writing.

A group of students will register in

both an English class and another course.

In their English compositions, they

will address subjects studied in the other class.
"It's important for students to get the individual attention a small
class affords," Flightner says.

"When students come to the university, they

soon find themselves in lectures of between 100 and 200 students.

That can be

a pretty overwhelm!ng experience."
Still in the planning stages is a course that will help freshmen make
the transition from high school to college.
(more)

In addition to completing in-class
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writing assignments, students will learn to take notes and tests, research a
subject, discuss a text and take advantage of campus resources.
Students' reactions to University College academic programs remain to be
seen.

But Iloell says their response to offers of help from University College

counselors is already clear.
"They're amazed to learn that we care."
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